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ABSTRACT

This study is an examination of resiliency, success
and family among African American males. Lack of

empowerment and under privilege has increased the number

of individuals who are incarcerated, and decreased the

number of successful African American males. Looking at
factors that are present when an African American male
overcomes tremendous hardship, and continues on in life

to become successful, will help to gain a better
understanding of how other African American males can
become productively successful citizens. An understanding

of how and why some succeed and many others do not can
empower many other individuals struggling to make better
choices.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

This chapter introduces the challenges experienced

by African American males. It highlights the current
plight of the African American male and how these

struggles affect the African American family. It
describes the purpose of this study and the general
rationale for the study's design. This chapter concludes
with a discussion of the significance of this project for

social work practice.
Problem Statement
Coming from .a broken home in an impoverished

environment, while being reared in a single parent home,
presents a challenge for most individuals. Family

dysfunction, bad choices and lack of education, all
contribute to the high rates of incarceration and the low

rates of college enrollment among African-American males.

By looking at the factors that are present when an
African American male successfully makes it in life to

become a productive citizen, will help to gain a better
understanding of how other African American males can
gain success. A successful individual is a result of
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personal choices. Most people are given the same

opportunity to make choices that will either be a benefit
or a detriment. However, African American males do not

always have the same options in life. When you are in an
environment where constant chaos is the norm it is

difficult to always make the best choice.
The African American family structure is

deteriorating due to a lack of employment, poor
educational foundation and high incarceration rates. A
lack of empowerment and chronic under privilege has

increased the number of individuals who are incarcerated
and decreased the number of successful African American

males. Due to the absence of a strong familial
foundation, overwhelming failures and obstacles many

African American males are giving up and turning to what
they are familiar with, a life of criminal involvement.

Some African American males do rise above the
obstacles in their way and go on to become productive
citizens. Many African American men are able to ascend

their circumstances to become successful. A lack of
understanding as to how some individuals are able to see

beyond their environment and aspire to achieve a better
way of life makes it difficult to help others to do the
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same. Some African American men are able to resist

criminal temptation while others embrace it. Many African
American families are able to produce successful children

compared to those who turn out children who are in and
out of the corrections system. By understanding the

difference it will be possible to create change in this

population.
For generations, the African American male was

ripped away from their family be it due to slavery or the
result of the welfare system that awarded fatherless

families. These families endured irreconcilable damage.
For many years it has been acceptable for the head of the
household to be female and for the father figure to be

absent. Women were forced to prove that there were no men
in the home in order to receive support from social

services. Now that they have a choice to stay, all too
often these men still leave their families and often

times feel no remorse. Their sense of responsibility has

been diminished and the lack of consequences makes it all
too easy to walk away.

Due to the lack of men who do stay, it has become
acceptable for them to just walk away from family

responsibilities. Men that do not know what it means to
3

stay or when being a father has not been embedded because

they did not have a positive male role model, have the
tendency to reenact the cycle of abandoning their family.

Although many of these men know first hand what it feels

like to live in a home without a father many of them feel
that they turned out all right so their children will
also be all right without a father.
Purpose of the Study

This study is an examination of resiliency, success
and family among African American males. It is purposed'

to empower the individual that it affects and soften the
ft
hearts of the individuals who continue to consciously and

unconsciously oppress these men. The purpose was not to

restate what was already known but to create a system to
eliminate the re-occurrence of the problem. All too often
African American men are guilty before proven innocent,
racially profiled, and discarded before being given the

opportunity to prove themselves.
One can see a trend that does not empower the

African American male, which will increase the
possibility that things will never change. The cycle that
the African American family has been on for generations,
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a cycle that was created during slavery that has yet to

be completely eradicated, needs to be reset.
In order to break this cycle there needs to be role
models of successful African American men as well as

successful African American families. If these men were
given hope that they could actually have a successful

family and knew people, who had a successful family, it

could- create change in an entire population. Social
services should offer more services that are directed
toward African American men and the strengthening of the

foundation of the African American family.

African American males who rarely see individuals
who they can identify with doing well, tend to believe

they will not do well. When young African American males
see successful people they are often in sports or

entertainment. With this trend one tends to see children
who, when they dream, identify sports and entertainment

as success. The problem with both of these "careers" is
neither of them are a sure thing. Many young men aspire

to be the best athlete or greatest musician; however
these dreams only come true for a few individuals.

This study examined the relationship between African
American males resiliency, success and the effects on the
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African American family. This study hopes to gain an

understanding as to how these men perceive themselves in
this society. By examining African American males during
interviews, they were asked a set of questions from a

questionnaire, which revealed the resiliency of their

spirit.

Significance of the Project for Social Work
This study was designed to examine the resiliency,

success and family of the African American male. By
educating others on the strength of this population may

help others to understand how to help this population. It

is necessary to encourage others to understand the
importance of working with this population. With the help

of research this study should bring about a new level of
awareness of their experiences on a daily basis. Through
this study African American males would learn to better

cope with the disadvantages they must endure and also
raise awareness on ways to help more African American men

become successful members of society. Society should be
able to see the African American male as an asset, not a

liability.
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This project was necessary to create a stronger

familial foundation, a better educational experience and

higher employment rates within the African American
community, which could empower an entire group of people
and culture. Some African American families have a crack

in the familial foundation and as long as that crack
remains unaddressed these individuals will continue to
see damage for generations.

African Americans have experienced many setbacks,
and although there have been attempts to repair the

damage, how do you adequately address an emotional
disease that has been passed on from generation to
generation? When the spirit has been broken, the journey

through life is harder and more difficult to navigate. By
offering these men other options and creating better
opportunities we can begin to empower them to make better

choices.

By setting things right in the African American
family the generational curse can be lifted and the
cracks in the foundation can be repaired. As more

individuals understand why the negative cycle continues,
they will be more likely to find a way to remove
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themselves from the negative cycle and begin to make
positive choices for future generations.

It is time for our society to stop looking at the
problem and address it using proactive measures. The
problem has been "band-aided" by so many false hopes and

promises that these men have become the walking wounded.
Their scars have healed on the surface but there is an

emotional infection that is brewing under the surface

that needs to also be healed.
The importance of this study to social work is that
it will better prepare social workers to help this

population to become successful, thus empowering entire
communities. This study will help social workers

understand the challenges African American males
experience daily and better assist them in coping with

these challenges. Gaining a better understanding of what
this population needs will help the social worker provide

more effective services, thus empowering the African
American male to help himself and his family.
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CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
This chapter continues to explore how different

factors contribute to the current state of the African
American family. Covered in this chapter is the
inadequate education system found within predominantly

African American urban neighborhoods, and how the lack of
education leads to limited employment opportunities. The

chapter also examines the lack of two parent families,
the environment that many are reared in and how it can

affect the future for many young African Americans.
Additionally, addressed is how the presence of law

enforcement affects the community and how it is not
always a positive encounter.

Education
Our society has placed a great deal of value on

education. If African American males believed they lack

education then they are dealing with another attack

toward their already fragile self-esteem, which
challenges their hope for a better future. Many of these

men have experienced terrible times during their
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formative years of education, and many of them have
chosen not to pursue higher education. "While African

American females are making steady professional gains in
our society, African American males are losing ground

relative to them" (Davis, Saunders, Johnson,

Miller-Cribbs, Williams, & Wexler, 2003, p. 2306).
The self-esteem of some of the already emotionally
damaged African American man has caused some of them to
quickly give up on themselves and not put much effort

into anything they do. The fact that many of their
fathers have abandoned them, some African American men

feel they are not good at anything that they do.
The overall college performance of black men is so

poor that some college officials and advocates for

black students are reluctant to even talk about the
problem, for fear that doing so will further
stigmatize black men and make things even worse.

(Schmidt, 2008, p. 1)
Education is empowering, but can be both negative and

positive. The knowledge of knowing that you are expected

to fail makes it difficult to begin. For individuals who
struggled in school the fear of. not doing well in college
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can be paralyzing. Fear is a big part of the reason

things cannot change.
Numerous studies show that African American children

do not perform as well as other children on various
indicators of school performance, including

achievement test scores, grade point average, grade
retention, school dropout rate, reports of
disciplinary action, years of schooling completed
and rate of high school graduation.

(Smith,

Schneider, & Ruck, 2005, p. 347)
When there have been many factors around an individual

that prevent them from doing well in school, when they
have been under so much stress, stress that others may

never experience, how can they be expected to perform as
well as others?

Many parents who have had to struggle and do not

wish the same for their children, particularly when the

parents are able to understand there is a way out of

their current situation, often encourage their children
to become educated. Many middle class parents are in a

position to better enable their children to succeed.

Studies examining African American parents' belief
and orientations toward their children's school
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performance have revealed that when African American
parents have positive views about the value of

education and hold high academic expectations, their
children often experience higher levels of academic

achievement.

(Smith et al., 2008, p. 348)

When a parent has made a choice to do better, to work

harder, their children are more likely to do the same.
These parents were able to get off the cycle, which has

placed the parents in a position to empower their
children, which teaches the children to empower

themselves.
"African American males were more likely than

females to indicate agreement with beliefs that might
discourage African American children from doing well in
school and, hence, contribute to underachievement" (Smith

et al., 2008, p. 349). Parents who have become

discouraged and who feel like failures unconsciously pass
on their negative self-views to their own children, thus
continuing the cycle of failure.

Some African American males have seen college as a
way out, while others have been unable to see the

benefits of higher education. The struggles and negative
past educational experiences of many African American
12

males has caused some men not to go on to achieve higher

education compared to some, where not getting a higher
education was not an option. Many have felt they were not

capable of succeeding in education and have given up.
"Completing a baccalaureate degree is not only considered

an indicator of academic success, but also a vehicle to

professional advantage and a symbol of membership in the
American middle class" (Kim & Conrad, 2006, p. 400). This
has placed them at an even larger disadvantage. Education

empowers the individual to make better choices and puts
the individual in a position to choose for themselves.

"Among minority students in particular, college
degree completion is a highly valued goal, especially
because it is often viewed as the only hope and means for
upward social mobility" (Kim & Conrad, 2006, p. 400).

Individuals with a college education have been able to
find better employment. They have been able to achieve

greater fulfillment in life and tend to be happier in the
careers they choose. If others were able to begin to
value education one would see a decrease in the number of
African American males unemployed. By getting an

education they are better empowered to provide for

themselves.
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Some African American women have learned that the

only people they can count on is themselves and they have

taken their futures out of the hands of others and this
has created a group of women who have become very

independent. "In higher education, they (African American

males) are outnumbered by black women by a ratio of
nearly two to one—the highest level of gender imbalance
for any race" (Schmidt, 2008, p. 1).

African American Males and the Environment
Growing up in a community that has been infested

with crime and violence and not having anyone to teach
you how to survive, has led some individuals into the

arms of a life of crime. If someone has lived in an
environment where the majority of the men they have
observed were involved in crime it could be hard to avoid

criminal activity. Parker and Reckdenwald,

(2008), found

"African Americans are residentially concentrated in poor
urban areas and identify segregation and economic

disadvantage as key structural condition in the urban
environment" (Parker & Reckdenwald, 2008, p. 713) .
Imagining a better life, when all you have ever been

exposed to have been negative influences can be very
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difficult to understand. "Simply living in such an
environment places young people at risk for falling

victim to violence" (Stewart & Simons, 2006, p. 5).

The African American Family

President Obama describes the current state of the
African American family in his book, The Audacity of
Hope,
...the African American community, where it's fair
to say that the nuclear family is on the verge of

collapse. Since 1950, the marriage rate for black
women has plummeted from 62 percent to 36 percent.

Between 1960 and 1995, the number of African
American children living with two married parents
dropped by more than half; today 54 percent of all
African American children live in single-parent
households, compared to about 23 percent of all

white children.

(Obama, 2006, p. 333)

In a family in which the head of the household has

been a female, many young men are only able to look at
the women in their lives for role modeling. However some

of these women constantly remind them that a man is
supposed to be the provider. This pressures the young
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male to hurry and find a job and education becomes just

an idea. Parker and Reckdenwald found that, "The removal
of traditional male role models from urban areas is a
result of concentrated disadvantage" (Parker &

Reckdenwald, 2008, p. 711).
Lack of marriageability also has resulted from black
male joblessness. Specifically, they argue that high
rates of unemployment among African American males
reduced the economic incentives for African American

females to marry, which in turn increased the
percentage of female headed households in urban
communities.

(Parker & Reckdenwald, 2008, p. 713)

There is a saying among many African American females, "I
can do bad all by myself". Many women have chosen to do

just that. Often times it seems it would be much easier
for an African American female to just deal with her own

issues rather than take on the issues of another. Many

African American males come with baggage. This baggage
can be a number of things including children from past

relationships, poor credit, criminal records,
unemployment and emotional problems that stem from their

childhoods.

16

Many women have been left with the responsibility to

raise male children on their own. Whether it was due to
divorce^ incarceration, unemployment, low self-esteem, or

in many cases within African American community, death;
these women had to struggle with raising these males
without the benefit of their father's contribution.

According to President Obama's book,
...Children living with single mothers are five

times more likely to be poor than children in

two-parent households. Children in single-parent
homes are also more likely to drop out of school and
become teen parents, even when income is factored
out. And the evidence suggests that on average,

children who live with both their biological mother
and father do better than those who live in

stepfamilies or with cohabitating partners.

(Obama,

2006, p. 333)

Many of these boys start out having to work harder and
with more expectations than would a young man with a

father in the home. The pressure of life for a young boy
without a father in the home to become a man begins a lot
sooner than a boy who has a father at home. Be it from a

lack of two incomes in the home or constant complaining
17

by the mother due to the absence of the father, these
boys start out at a disadvantage.

Law Enforcement
Growing up in urban neighborhoods has often been

considered to be a disadvantage. The individuals living
in the wrong neighborhood have the knowledge that at

anytime someone may take your life or that you are more
likely to become incarcerated learn how to survive under
great distress. Many of these men did not choose to live
in this type of environment but they had to learn to
survive in it. Anyone living in such despair would have

difficulty finding happiness. Try to imagine losing
someone you love at the hand of the police just because
the individual looked like someone the police were

looking for. Just living in an urban crime ridden
environment can be a hazard to your life.

When an individual has been able to avoid the
negativity that surrounds them every day and has
intentions of going on and moving beyond their

environment, they are still in danger because of who they

are. "I argue that to be black and male (and in some
instances female) amounts to a fatal profile for which
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there has been little to no judicial redress"

(Jones-Brown, 2007, p. 113).

The African American male has historically been seen
as a person of danger. They have often been suspected of
being involved in criminal activity, violence, and gangs.

This has created a man that is constantly mentally
prepared for being seen as the bad guy everyday of his
life. Due to such a negative perception many of these men

are often more aggressive. This aggressiveness is often

because they were constantly misunderstood and spends a

great deal of time and energy trying to prove themselves.
The police are conditioned to suspect blacks and

black males in particular, for wrongdoing even in
the absence of actual criminality. And, to

complicate matters further, police are likely to
view black males as dangerous when engaged in

noncriminal or minimally criminal activity.
(Jones-Brown, 2007, p. 103)
Being constantly accused of having done something

wrong, that you know you did not do would make anyone
angry. The African American man has had to and still has
to deal with this type of prejudice every day of their

lives. Picture what that would do to anyone; and yet many
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of these men have been able to endure this treatment and

push forward to become successful.
Due to high incarceration rates many African

American males are unable to find work and after release

from incarceration employers are not in a hurry to hire

ex-convicts. With so many African American males behind
bars who is left to teach the next generation of African
American males how to be a man? Oftentimes they have been
forced to raise themselves, which can lead them to

lifestyles that go against societal norms. "Based on
federal statistics, one of every four black men from 20

to 29 is behind bars, on probation or on parole, and
under pressure to snitch" (Jones-Brown, 2007, p. 114).

Many of these men found themselves involved in

criminal activity because they are deprived from having a
positive role model to teach them ways to deal with peer
pressure. Many of them have found themselves involved in
the criminal justice system because there was no one

there to stand up for him when the system took hold of
their futures. These young men grew into angry men who

have difficulty controlling their tempers, have

continuous involvement with law enforcement and suffer
from identity issues because of the absence of a man in
20

their lives. Parker and Reckdenwald found, "The presence

of traditional male role models reduces the rates of
African American youth violence" (Parker & Reckdenwald,
2008, p. 711).

Employment
In the book, The Audacity of Hope, President'Obama

addresses unemployment, he says,
For many men today, the inability to be their

family's sole breadwinner is a source of frustration
and even shame; one doesn't have to be an economic

determinist to believe that high unemployment and
low wages contribute to the lack of parental
involvement and low marriage rates among African
American men.

(Obama, 2006, p. 347)

One of the many issues African American men are

challenged with is the inability to find jobs that allow
them to provide adequately for their family. Parker and
Reckdenwald argue that, "the loss of job opportunities
for African American males deprived younger generation of

traditional male role models" (Parker & Reckdenwald,

2008, p. 711). Another, obstacle many African American
males face is, not having a positive male to look up to
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and show them what it means to be a man. Within the

African American community it is not unusual that the
male figure is absent.

Theories Guiding Conceptualization

Articles researched over the course of this project
had varying theoretical perspectives. Many theories dealt

with discrimination and racism, but empowerment and

resiliency seemed to be intertwined throughout each
article. The articles all attempted to show how an
individual living within every situation has been able to

overcome many of the challenges.

Empowerment seeks to help clients to gain power of
decision and action over their own lives by reducing
the effect of social or personal blocks to

exercising existing power, increasing capacity and
self-confidence to use power and transferring power

from the group and individuals.

(Payne, 2005,

p. 295)
This project was chosen as a way to gain an

assessment of how African 'American men have risen above
their challenging life situations and moved on to become

successful. By empowering an individual they are able to
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provide for themselves and their families. Although these

individuals will continue to be challenged with such
obstacles as racial profiling, low employment,
educational disadvantages, high incarceration rates,

discrimination and racism, having the knowledge that

these things exist and the understanding of how to
overcome these issues will empower some individuals to

make better choices about their future. When someone has
been able to prepare for challenges the challenges seem

to be easier to overcome.
Summary
This chapter looked at many factors that the African

American male has to overcome. This chapter covered how
the lack of a positive role model in the home can

negatively affect the core of the spirit of the African

American male and his family. This chapter has also
examined how the lack of employment has affected the

African American family and how having a female-headed
household can make it difficult for an African American

male to see himself in a positive manner and how he
should cope in society. The chapter also studied how the
lack of education limits potential. Many individuals
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struggle with having to work instead of pursuing higher
education as well as a lack of appropriate role models.

It also examines the factors contributing to the
effects of living in an impoverished environment. The

surroundings one develops under plays a vital role in

determining the futures of many of the individuals living
in this type of setting. The chapter further examined how
living in an area that is highly infested with crime

increased the likelihood of criminal involvement. It also
examines how law enforcement and legal issues have played

a part in the current condition of the African American

family. Because African American men are targeted as
possible criminals, the likelihood of arrest increased.

So many are forced into a life of crime strictly because

of where they grew up.
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CHAPTER THREE
METHODS
Introduction
This chapter will cover the purpose of the study

design and why this design was chosen. This study was
designed to evaluate how social work can help implement

services to better empower the African American male. The

chapter has also addressed the sample type and how the
data was collected. Additionally, it has concentrated on
how the instrument was created, pre-tested, and used.

Last, it will show how the subjects were protected and

clearly state how the participants were provided with
informed consent.

Study Design
The research method chosen was a qualitative survey

provided to African American men. This research method
was used because it seemed to be the best way to

accurately evaluate how these men perceive themselves in
comparison to what the literature says. This study
consisted of a thorough literature review and interviews

of members from within the selected population. The study
was designed to examine how the African American man
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perceives resiliency, success, and family. Due to limited

resources the sample size was relatively small which
decreased the chances of a more diverse selection of the

population.

Sampling
The sample consisted of African American males

between the ages of 21 and 51. These sample ages was

chosen because typically by this age range individuals
have begun to lead their adult lives and is able to look

back and examine their struggles. The sample included 14
male participants from local barbershops as well as from

referrals from other participants that responded to the
advertisement and who met the criteria for participation.
The selection process was through a random stratified

sample. Also used was a snowball sample, from men who

responded to the flier. These types of samples allow the
person doing the sampling to "use information known about
the population prior to sampling to make the sampling

process more efficient" (Grinnell & Unrau, 2005, p. 160) .

This method helped to ensure the likelihood that the
population was justly represented.
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Data Collection and Instruments
The data collected was used to identify how and
where the participant fit into the study. The area in

which success was assessed was education, employment,

environment, resiliency and family. Each question was
coded based on the response by the participant. The

survey used consisted of 25 questions for each

participant interviewed.
The instrument was specifically created for this

study. The questions asked were created to give true and
honest responses to the needs of the individual. The

questions examined each participant and what they felt
they needed to be successful, if they consider themselves
not to be a success, or if they consider themselves to be

a success, what they have to offer to others to help them

to become successful.
The survey (Appendix A) was pre-tested for clarity
and usefulness by individuals willing to assist in the

research. The survey instrument was pre-tested to ensure
that the questions were beneficial to the research. The

pretest assisted in providing suggestions on other more
productive ways to enhance the research.
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Strengths in the research design were being able to
hear the voice of a population that is often mute. The

research allowed a forum for these men to express what
they need and also to express what they never had. They
were provided with a safe way to tell their struggles and

triumphs. The survey allowed the participant the

opportunity to add to the study their perceptions of the
life of the African American male.

Weaknesses of the research design, were an excessive
amount of time doing the interviews. There was also an

increase in the time required to examine all of the data.
Also challenging was getting participants to respond to
the flier.

The interview was semi-structured to allow the

voices of the participants to be heard and not just the
voice of the interviewer. The survey began with

demographic information, followed by questions regarding

education, employment status, marital status, legal

issues. The interview ended with questions designed to

assist in creating change among this population.
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Topics covered included:
c

Education

•

Environment

•

Family

•

Legal concerns

®

Employment

®

Resiliency/Strengths

•

Life Lessons
Procedures

Participation was solicited by placing fliers in

various local barbershops frequented by African American

males. The flyer provided the participants with contact
information. The interview was informal which allowed the

opportunity for the participant to offer the information
they felt was vital to the study. The interview took
place via the telephone or at a variety of locations at

the convenience of the person being interviewed. The

survey took 60 to 90 minutes.

Protection of Human Subjects
To maintain confidentiality the participant were not

required to provide any information that would lead to
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their identification. All participants were fully advised

of how their information would be used. Participants were
advised that they had the opportunity to refuse to

continue the interview. The participants completed an
informed consent form (Appendix B) prior to the interview
and was given a debriefing statement (Appendix C) at the

completion of the interview.

Data Analysis
A qualitative and exploratory method of research was

used to complete the data analysis. Exploratory research

is a study on persons' lives, stories, or behaviors: or
in other cases, a study of organizational functions, or
social movements. Findings are not arrived at by means of
statistical procedures or other means of quantification,
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Such studies do not focus on

hypotheses, instead, the purpose is to collect and

interpret data.. Based on the responses from the
participants it was determined that the questions matched
the purpose of the study.

During the interview the interviewer took notes

based on responses from the participant. The data
analysis was focused and well organized. The data was
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categorized and coded in a way that identifies the

significance of each category. The data was coded the
first time to examine repetitive responses from the
participant. The data was coded a second time to

determine relationships within the data. Lastly, the data
was interpreted to gain an understanding and to build a

theory. An assessment of the trustworthiness of the

results was determined and the results were found to be
trustworthy.

‘ Summary
This chapter covered the intention of the study

design and why this design was chosen. Additionally, the
chapter described how the instrument was created,
pre-tested and used. The study addressed the reason for
the choice of sample type and how the data was collected.
Also, reviewed were the strengths and weaknesses and the
data collection procedures. Last, the chapter solidified
how the subjects were protected and clearly states how
the participants were provided with informed consent.
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CHAPTER FOUR
RESULTS
Introduction
This chapter will examine the perceptions of African

American males as it relates to success, failure and how
their perception affects the family. In this chapter the

participants express how they perceive their life

experiences and what affect their perceptions have had on
their families. The chapter presents the findings of the

responses to the survey questionnaire.

Presentation of the Findings
Demographics
The demographics include age, ranges of age, marital
status, employment status, incarceration, and education

level. Age: the youngest was 21, and the oldest was 51;
the average age was 38. Ranges of age: Two were between
the ages of 21-25, three were between the ages of 26-35,

seven were between the ages of 36-45, and two were
between the ages of 46-51. Marital status: Two were
single, six were married, and six were divorced.

Employment status: 13 were employed and one was retired.
Education: the highest educational level was a Masters
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degree, the lowest number of years was 12, and the

average number of education years was 14. All respondents
were born and reared in various locations of the United

States. Of the 14, one was reared in the South, 12 in the
West, and one in the East (Appendix D)
Education
The respondents were asked to respond to a question
exploring whether education was made a priority during

■childhood. Of the 14 participants, five report that
education was not made a priority; One participant

responds that, "more emphasis should have been made on
the importance of going to college, and not just, you
have to go" (Respondent #4, Personal interview, July

2009). Another respondent states, "my parents could have
taken more of an interest in my education" (Respondent

#5, Personal interview, September, 2009).
The other nine respondents each feel that education
was made a priority. Of these nine respondents many feel

that there still could have been more done to encourage

them to pursue higher education. One respondent reports,
"If I would have seen more people go to college maybe I

would have gone and stayed" (Respondent #6, Personal
Interview, September 2009). Another respondent states
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that, "education was mandatory" (Respondent #2, Personal
interview, May 2009) .

When respondent were asked if they felt they had
made the right decisions regarding their education, eight

respondents report that they did not make the right
decisions regarding their education. One respondent

reportsf "A fear of failure stopped me from pursuing my

educational goals" (Personal interview, May 2009).

Another respondent reports, "I had the opportunity to go

to Berkley and choose not to, I choose to work instead,
worst decision I ever made" (Respondent #5, Personal
interview, September 2009).
The other six respondents report they made the right

decision regarding their educations. One respondent

stated, "I am satisfied with my choice, I had a lot of

support" (Respondent #7, Personal interview, September

2009).
Environment
Respondents were asked if they were reared in an

urban neighborhood and if so how this impacted their
life. Two respondents reported that they were not reared
in urban neighborhoods. One respondent reports that not

being reared in'an urban neighborhood, "gave me a better
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advantage and exposure to better things" (Respondent #13,
Personal interview, September 2009). The other respondent

reports being reared in a rural area was like being,

"raised in a village" (Respondent #9, Personal interview,

September 2009) .
The other 12 respondents were all reared in urban

neighborhoods. Two of the 12 respondents had mixed
feelings about being reared in an urban neighborhood,. One

respondent reports a positive impact on his life being

reared in an urban neighborhood, "I gained knowledge that
I wouldn't have had I grown up in a non-urban area"
(Respondent #11, Personal interview, September 2009) .

Another reports, that the urban neighborhood had a
positive impact, "It made me want more" (Respondent #11,

Personal interview, September 2009).. Some of the other

respondents report, "I made a personal goal that I won't

live like this" (Respondent #4, Personal interview, July
2009), "My spiritual foundation developed a desire to get
out" (Respondent #8, Personal interview, September 2009.) ,

"My parents influenced me to stay away from trouble"
(Respondent #5, Personal interview, September 2009).

Another respondent reports being in an urban

neighborhood had a negative impact on his life. He
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reports, "I did not see many people taking education
serious" (Respondent #6, Personal interview, September

2009). Another respondent reports that growing up in an

urban neighborhood "makes you more aggressive"
(Respondent #3, Personal interview, June 2009). Other

negative impacts reported by participants include, "it

(the environment) held me back due to having to fight
often" (Respondent #14, Personal interview, October

2009).
Family
Respondents were asked about their family of origin.

Eight respondents report being raised in a home where
their mother was the primary caregiver. Five report being

raised in a home with both parents in the home. One

respondent reports living with just his mother because
his father was murdered when he was five years old.

Another respondent reports that his father was never in
the home.

Respondents were also asked about the current living

situations of their own biological children. Six
respondents reported their children live in the home with
both of their biological parents. Five report that their
children live with the child's mother. One respondent
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reports being a single father, and two respondents do not
have children.

Legal Concerns
Respondents were asked if they have ever been

incarcerated. Eleven respondents reported never being
incarcerated. One respondent reports that he has never

been incarcerated because, "The first chance I got I went
to the military to avoid the traps of an urban
neighborhood" (Respondent #8, Personal interview,

September 2009). Another respondent reported, "I try to
make positive decisions to avoid situations that lead to
negative consequences" (Respondent #7, Personal

interview, September 2009). Additional responses to

avoiding incarceration included, "Because my father said
he'd kill me" (Respondent #9, Personal interview,

September 2009), "My family praying on their knees"
(Respondent #14,Personal interview, October, 2009), "I do
not have a criminal mind" (Respondent #6, Personal

interview, September 2009), "A good sense of the law"

(Respondent #5, Personal interview, September 2009).
Of the three respondents who did report being

incarcerated, one respondent reports being" young and
dumb" (Respondent #10, Personal interview, September
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2009). Another reports going to jail as a minor for
twenty minutes. The third respondent reports doing time
for "narcotic sells and guns" (Respondent #2, Personal

interview, May 2009).
Respondents were asked how their experience with or

without being incarcerated has impacted their life. One
respondent describes not being incarcerated as, "it
allowed me to experience freedom everyday" (Respondent

#4, Personal interview, July 2009). Other respondents
report "I had more opportunities to do positive things

with my life" (Respondent #7, Personal interview,
September 2009), "I have had the opportunity to fulfill

my passion and take care of my seed" (Respondent #8,
Personal interview, September 2009), "It allowed me to

choose the career I am in, I didn't have to settle"
(Respondent #11,Personal interview, September 2009), "It
gave me more opportunity, I was not limited to what I
could do" (Respondent #13, Personal interview, September

2009).

Respondents who report spending time in the criminal
justice system reported, "I matured when I went to jail"
(Respondent #2,Personal interview, May 2009), "Jail
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taught me how to live right" (Respondent #10, Personal

interview, September 2009).

Employment
Respondents were asked to respond to a question

regarding whether they feel that being an African
American male has played a role in their current

employment situation. Nine respondents reported that
being African American does not play a role in their

current employment situation. Five respondents reported
that being African American does play a role in their
current employment situations. One respondent who is a

business owner reports," I tried for business loans but I
was turned down" (Respondent #2,Personal interview, May

2009) another reports, "I am the only African American in
the police department I work for" (Respondent #11,

Personal interview, September 2009). Another reports,
"they needed to balance the books; lack of African
Americans on the job" (Respondent #4, Personal interview,

July 2009).
Resiliency

Respondents were asked to respond to a question
regarding if they felt that the current problems African

American males encounter are due to a system that has
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been designed for them to fail or a string of bad life
choices. One respondent reports, "Both, our leaders are

not leading us, our opinions go unheard for the most

part, no one is targeting black communities, and there is
a lack of employment" (Respondent #3, Personal interview,

June 2009). Other participants reported, "Both, more of
bad choices; we each have twenty-four hours in a day"

(Respondent #5, Personal interview, May 2009), "A string

of bad life choices; it's all about the choices you make"
(Respondent #6, Personal interview, September 2009),

Both, the truth is a system out there that does not
favor African American men that was designed for the
dominant culture. African Americans were bought into

a culture that we had to adapt to. Once you have
adapted to the culture you have to be able to
succeed in that culture, but choice hinders
adapting. We have a choice to do right or wrong and

choose to do wrong in a culture that was not
designed for us.

(Respondent #9, Personal interview,

September 2009)

Life Lessons

In addition to resiliency several men attribute
their success to the support of at least one family
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member. The respondents were asked if they were given the

opportunity to pass on the knowledge that they have
learned through life experiences, what they would tell a
young African American male to help encourage him to make

positive life choices. Respondents would advise:

?

"Be true to yourself-understand what reality is.
Don't allow yourself to be used for your physical,

but use your mental. Have integrity. It's not just
about you, think about those before you and those

coming after you" (Respondent #1, Personal
interview, May 2009).

©

"Respect Black women; learn to be patient"

(Respondent #2, Personal interview, May 2009).
•

"Take pride in yourself, take pride in your race,

your people, your kids, no matter what you do try
to be the best at it" (Respondent #3, Personal

interview, June 2009)
©

"Keep God first in your life, be willing to make

sacrifices, and don't be afraid to work"
(Respondent #4, Personal interview, July 2009).
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•

"Don't believe that what you see is what it is,

Don't believe the hype" (Respondent #5, Personal

interview, September 2009).
©

"Stop blaming everybody else" (Respondent #6,
Personal interview, September 2009).

o

"Don't let anybody hold you back from your dreams.
Go get it. Don't let anyone stop you from striving

for your goals" (Respondent #7, Personal
interview, September 2009).

o

"If you don't believe in something you will fall
for anything" (Respondent #8, Personal interview,
September 2009).

®

"Do well in school and don't allow anyone to step

on your dreams. If you want to do something go for
it. Stick to your goals" (Respondent #9, Personal
interview, September 2009).

•

"Find Jesus or a role model as early as possible
because if you don't you will lose at whatever you

are doing" (Respondent #10, Personal interview,
September 2009).
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9

"Man can only determine his or her future"
(Respondent #11, Personal interview, September
2009).

•

"Whatever situation you are in family is very
important. Involve self in community organizations
where people involve themselves. Stay in school.
Education is very important. By all means avoid

incarceration. Save your money" (Respondent #12,
Personal interview, September 2009).

•

"The will of God will never take you where the

grace of God will not protect you" (Respondent
#13, Personal interview, September, 2009).

o

"If you thought it was going to be easy, you
should have stayed up under your mother. Having an
easy life only stifles maturity; it makes life

challenging if you have not had to experience some

hardship" (Respondent # 14,Personal interview,
October 2009).

Summary
This chapter reviewed the qualitative, narrative

data revealed during this study. The qualitative data
were analyzed and placed into categories. The qualitative
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outcomes are furthered interpreted and discussed at

length in chapter five.
Analysis of the data revealed that all 14

(100%)

reported that they were successful. Each individual

reports that their success is in relation to their own
personal perception of what it means to be successful.

44

CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION

Introduction
Chapter five includes a presentation of the
conclusions derived from this qualitative study. The

study's limitations are presented. In addition, further
recommendations for social work practice, policy and

research are defined. In addition, further
recommendations for social work practice, policy, and

research are discussed. The chapter concludes with a
summary.

Discussion
This study aspires to understand what factors

contribute to the perceptions of success reported by

African American males as a result of educational

experience, environment, family, interactions with law
enforcement, employment, and strength. The respondents

described success as an individual experience, which is
based on each participant's life experiences. One

respondent reported, "Success is personal, as long as you
can do what you want, go where you want, the family isn't

hurting for anything, everyone is healthy, you're ok"
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(Personal interview, June 2009), Other respondents

report, "Success is your impact on other people, being

able to make others happy" (Personal interview, June
2009),"Success is being happy with your life, at whatever

point you are in your life. Being satisfied with whatever

you're doing, making good money, and fulfilling a goal"

(Personal interview, October 2009).
The most frequent responses given reflect a strong

identification with personal choice. All respondents
identify as being successful and attribute their success

to making positive personal life choices. One respondent

identified his success as, "Being in God's will"
(Personal interview, September 2009). This might indicate
that the African American males self determination is not

determined by the negative influences around him, but

more so by the ability to identify the consequences of
making a poor choice.
Based on the results of this study, African American

men view success based on their own personal perceptions.
One of the respondent reports feeling successful because

he is able to be a better parent to his children, than he
had growing up. "I feel that what God put in me has given

me the determination to fulfill my goals; God has given
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me self-determination, immense parenting instincts and a

keen sense of self awareness" (Personal interview,
September 2009). This can be interrupted as a strong
ability to examine a situation and determine the impact
of making the best choice for the situation, whether .the

choice is negative or positive.

Education
Many respondents report, although there may have

been someone pushing them to go to college some have
chosen not to pursue higher education. When respondents

were asked to review their choice not to pursue higher
education, those who choose not to pursue higher

education wished that they had chosen differently.
The pursuit of higher education varied from

respondent to respondent; all respondents with children

report they will make higher education a priority for
their children. This may mean that African American men

do value higher education but in their own lives it may
not have been a priority. This may also mean that there

is a possibility that the trend of continued increases of

uneducated African American men may begin to decline.
Nearly three-fourths of the men in this study
described their educational experience as positive. They
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report having parents who valued education but only as
far as graduating from high school. In some instances,

some family's expressed a desire for their sons to pursue

college but many of them choose to work or go to the
military instead. This might indicate that African
American men do have the desire to pursue higher
education but lack the necessary support to accomplish
the goal of starting and completing college.

Environment

Most respondents report that the environment they
were reared in contributed to their current life status.
Most were able to find the positive in whatever

environment they came from. If an individual was reared

in a crime-infested neighborhood some took with them
street smarts that help them to interpret danger. If the

respondent was reared in a non-crime infested
neighborhood they perceive themselves as being fortunate
to have more opportunities because they were able to
aspire toward a middle class lifestyle. This may mean
that some African American men have the

self-determination to ignore the negative influences
around them and to make decisions that affect their lives

in a positive manner.
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Family

Family is a very important factor for many of the
respondents in this study. They all sought to be in

successful healthy relationships. For those who were not
successful on the first opportunity, they continue to

strive to have what they consider to be a successful
relationship.
The men in this study who had been or are currently

married unanimously agree that the love and support of a

healthy marriage is important to them. They are able to
identify that an intimate relationship with a woman is
important and all married participants view marriage as a

positive contribution to their successes. One respondent

reported, "Marriage has made for a comfortable family, my

kids are well behaved, things are more enjoyable and

fulfilling" (Personal interview, June 2009). A possible

interpretation of this may be that African American men
do value the security and support of a healthy family and
home life. It can be determined that although the African

American family is struggling to survive these men place
high value on marriage.
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Law Enforcement

Interestingly, the interaction with law enforcement
among these participants was very limited and added to
their ability to identify with being successful. For some

African American men avoiding incarceration is a reason

to celebrate. Although it a societal norm to avoid being
incarcerated, knowing that statistics report that you are

more likely to be incarcerated because you are African

American, it becomes a great life success to not be a
part of the statistics. The men who responded that they
had never been incarcerated took great pride in reporting

that they were able to avoid the criminal justice system.
This might indicate that although many African American

males are challenged with having to avoid law
enforcement, recognizing the ability to make a positive

choice has spared many of the men in this study from
having to spend time in the criminal justice system.

Employment
All participants in the study are employed or have

been employed and are now retired. Most participants
agree that being African American has played a part in
their current employment situation. Most attribute their
employment to making positive choices, which has given
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them the freedom to choose the type of employment they
are in. Many of the participants have experienced

discrimination on the job and were able to overcome the
discrimination and continue to provide.for their

families. Many have been able to provide comfortable

lives for their children. It is possible to interpret
this as meaning that although many African American men
struggle with unemployment, the men who managed to make
positive choices and avoid the negative influences in
their lives were able to become successful individuals.

Summary
The results of this study highlight the strengths

among the individuals who are often viewed as a social
problem. These men are able to overcome many obstacles
and have experienced many setbacks and continue to be

able to view life in a positive manner. These men have

defined their lives as successful, although based on how

success is defined in our society many may not. be viewed

in such a way. This speaks again to the resiliency of the

African American man and contributes to the strength of

their sometimes non-conventional family.
This study is also important for what it did not

find. For example, failure was not identified with for
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100% of the participants. Each individual no matter what
their situation, views themselves as successful.

Limitations
There are several possible limitations of this

study. First, the sample size is small. With only

fourteen participants, the date collected in this study
is not representative of all African American males.

Additionally, because snowball-sampling techniques were
utilized to obtain the sample, the results of this study
are not necessarily generalizable to the larger

population of African American males and their personal

identification with success. Although all participants in

this study identify as being successful, surely there are .

men who identify more with failure as opposed to success.
The voices of the men who do not identify with success
are missing from this study.

Recommendations for Social Work
Practice, Policy and Research
On a micro level social workers involved in direct

practice with African American men should be educated and

specifically trained in treatment models developed for
working with African American men and their families in
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regards to their unique experiences related to being
African American males living in a society dominated by
white males and their perception of success and failure.

Therapist should select a self-help approach and
emphasize the ability of the individual, a therapeutic

method that affirms cultural uniqueness, self-direction
and resiliency.

On the macro level, social workers need to be
familiarized with Empowerment theory. Empowerment theory
can emphasize the strength and resiliency among the

African American community. This approach is an effort of

people with many strengths using their strengths to help
themselves into a better future. The social worker role

would be helping to link community members and resources
together. Also important is taking a needs assessment and

starting where the community is and with the area that
has the greatest need based on what the community views

as a need. This will require systematic gathering of
information from the individuals who are both affected by

the problem and those who want to solve the problem.
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Conclusions

This study showed the way society views an African
American male and how they view themselves differs. Many

of these men consider themselves to be successes and when
they try to compare their lives to the guideline that the

society measure them with they are left feeling
inadequate. When individuals are left to determine their

perceptions of themselves based on where they started,

their idea of success paints a very different picture
than no might have thought.

Most of these men started off in a worse situation
than most and yet they are able to overcome all of the

challenges and are able to have a positive outlook for
themselves and their families. This speaks clearly to the
resiliency of the African American male. Many of them

were raised to be the best that they could be. Some of

them measure their success based on what environment they
grew up in. One that was raised in a crime filled

environment is more likely to feel successful if they
were able to make it out alive.
The role model for the African American male is

changing. Young African American men now have a positive
African American male and family to use as a role model.
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With the election of President Barack Obama many African

American men have been able to find hope in a
sometimes-hopeless situation. Having the knowledge that

the President of the United States of America was raised

in a single parent home, by his mother is encouraging to
every young African American boy who has been told, "you
can be anything you want to be, even the President of the

United States". Knowing he also struggled with
discrimination, racial profiling and the disadvantages of

being a African American male and that he was able to

overcome these challenges and push forward to become the
President of the United States of America speaks volumes
to the strength, resiliency and the self-determination of

the. African American male.
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APPENDIX A
QUESTIONNAIRE
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Questionnaire
Demographics

1) . Age
2) . Education level

3) . Employment status

4) . Marital status
5) . County of Residence

Education
6) . Do you think education was made a priority when you were young?
7) . What could have been done differently?

8) . Do you feel you made the right choices about your education? Why or why
not?
Environment

9) . Did you grow up in an urban neighborhood?

10) . How do you think this impacted your life?
11) . In what way have drugs or alcohol impacted your life?
Family

12) . Were you raised in a home with both parents?
13) . With whom do your children live?
14) . How do you feel about being in a committed relationship, marriage?
15) . What is the first thing that comes to mind when you think of women? Men?
Children? Relationships? Money?
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Legal concerns

16) . Have you ever been incarcerated? Why? Or Why not?
17) . How do you think this impacted your future?
18) . Has incarceration been a factor effecting others around you? How so?
Employment
19) . Do you think that being a black man has played a role in your current
employment situation? How so?

20) . How do you define success?
21) . How do you define failure?
Strength

22) . What personal qualities do you possess that have helped you to become
successful?
23) . What qualities do you wish you had, but do not?
24) . Do you think that the current problems Black men encounter are due to a
system that has been designed for them to fell or a string of bad life choices?
Why?

Encouragement

25) . When you were a kid who did you look up to? Who was your hero?
Life Experience

Now after looking at all these different factors what have you learned and what
would you share with the next generation of young brothers coming up?
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APPENDIX B
INFORMED CONSENT
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INFORMED CONSENT

The study in which you are being asked to participate is designed to examine how the
success or failure of the African American male affects the African American family.
This study is being conducted by TaKenya McMihelk under the supervision of
Associate Professor, Tom Davis of California State University, San Bernardino. This
study has been approved by the Department of Social Work Subcommittee of the
Institutional Review Board, California State University.

In this study you will be asked to respond to questions regarding success and failure.
The questionnaire should take about 30 to 50 minutes to complete. Interviews may
also be tape-recorded; however, you can request to not be recorded. All of your
responses will be confidential. Your name will not be reported to anyone. All of your
responses will be held in the strictest of confidence by the researchers. All data will be
reported in group form only. You may receive the group results of this study upon
completion at California State University, San Bernardino, Pfau Library, after October
2010.
Your participation in this study is totally voluntary. You are free not to answer any
questions and withdraw at any time during this study without penalty. When you have
completed the questionnaire, you will receive a debriefing statement describing the
study in more detail.

If you have any questions or concerns about this study, please feel free to contact
Professor Tom Davis at 909-537-3839.
By placing a check mark in the box below, I acknowledge that I have been informed
of, and that I understand, the nature and purpose of this, study, and I freely consent to
participate. I also acknowledge that I am at least 18 years of age.

Place a check mark here__ .Today’s date:_______
I agree to be audio taped.___ Yes___ No
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APPENDIX C

DEBRIEFING STATEMENT
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DEBRIEFING STATEMENT
This study you just completed was designed by Takenya McMihelk, an MSW

student, at California State University, San Bernardino to evaluate how the success or

failure of the African American male affects the African American family. By gaining
an understanding of how and why some are successful and so many others are not can
empower many other individuals struggling to make better choices. By looking at the

factors that are present when an African American male continues on in life to become
successful will help gain a better understanding on how others can gain success.

Thank you for your participation. If you have any questions about the study,

please feel free to contact Professor Tom Davis at 909-537-3839.
If you would like to obtain a copy of the group results of this study will be

available in the Pfau Library, September 2010
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APPENDIX D
DEMOGRAPHICS
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Demographic Profile
Age Marital
Status

Employment
Status

Occupation

Education Level

Respondent #1

40

Married

Employed

Manager

4 year College Graduate

Respondent #2

40

Single

Self-Employed

Business Owner

High School Graduate

Respondent #3

25

Single

Employed

Respondent #4

44

Divorced

Employed

Sanitation Truck Driver

High School Graduate

Respondent #5

49

Divorced

Employed

Transit Operator

High School Graduate

Respondent #6

22

Married

Employed

Account Executive

High School Graduate

Respondent #7

35

Married

Employed

Computer Resource
Technician

4 year College Graduate

Respondent #8

44

Divorced

Employed

Safety Coordinator

4 years Military
Training

Respondent #9

39

Married

Employed

Teacher

Graduate School
Graduate

Respondent # 10

33

Divorced

Employed

Forklift Driver

Trade School Graduate

Respondent #11

32

Married

Employed

Police Officer

Junior College Graduate

Respondent #12

38

Married Self-Employed

Photographer

Some College

Respondent # 13

37

Married

Employed

Employment Recruiter

4 year College Graduate

Respondent #14

51

Married

Retired

Federal Officer

Junior College Graduate

Air conditioner Installation Trade School Graduate
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